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Amsterdam: A World Council of Churches 


In the great Concertgebouw at Amsterdam the ecumenical movement in an historic meeting on Au- 
gust 23 hailed the birth of a World Council of Churches. The first Assembly’s discussion dealt 
with the general theme, Man’s Disorder and God's Design. Reports on four phases of the subject 
were presented by as many discussion Secticns and were adopted, viz., The Universal Church and 
God’s Design; The Church’s Witness to God’s Design; The Church and the Disorder of Society; 
and The Church and International Disorder. We present below the Message issued by the Assembly, 
and portions of the first two and the last-mentioned reports. Since the content of The Church and 
the Disorder of Society has particular interest for “Information Service” readers it will have special 
attention in an early issue. 


The Message 


The World Council of Churches, meeting at Amster- 
dam, sends this message of greeting to all who are in 
Christ, and to all who are willing to hear. 


We bless God our Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ 
Who gathers together in one the children of God that are 
scattered abroad. He has brought us here together at 
Amsterdam. We are one in acknowledging Him as our 
God and Saviour. We are divided from one another not 
only in matters of faith, order and tradition, but also by 
pride of nation, class and race. But Christ has made us 
His own, and He is not divided. In seeking Him we find 
one another. Here at Amsterdam we have committed 
ourselves afresh to Him, and have covenanted with one 
another in constituting this World Council of Churches. 
We intend to stay together. We call upon Christian con- 
gregations everywhere to endorse and fulfill this cove- 
nant in their relations one with another. In thankfulness 
to God we commit the future to Him. 

When we look to Christ, we see the world as it is— 
His world, to which He came and for which He died. It 
is filled both with great hopes and also with disillusion- 
ment and despair. Some nations are rejoicing in new 
freedom and power, some are bitter because freedom is 
denied them, some are paralyzed by division, and every- 
where there is an undertone of fear. There are millions 
who are hungry, millions who have no home, no coun- 
try and no hope. Over all mankind hangs the peril of 
total war. We have to accept God’s judgment upon us for 
our share in the world’s guilt. Often we have tried to 
serve God and mammon, put other loyalties before loval- 
ty to Christ, confused the Gospel with our own economic 
or national or racial interests, and feared war more than 
we have hated it. As we have talked with each other 
here, we have begun to understand how our separation 
has prevented us from receiving correction from one an- 
other in Christ. And because we lacked this correction, 


the world has often heard from us not the word of God 
but the words of men. 

Sut there is a word of God for our world. It is that 
the world is in the hands of the living God, Whose will 
for it is wholly good; that in Christ Jesus, His incarnate 
Word, Who lived and died and rose from the dead, God 
has broken the power of evil once for all, and opened 
for everyone the gate into freedom and joy in the Holy 
Spirit ; that the final judgment on all human history and 
on every human deed is the judgment of the merciful 
Christ ; and that the end of history will be the triumph 
of His Kingdom, where alone we shall understand how 
much God has loved the world. This is God’s unchang- 
ing word to the world. Millions of our fellow-men have 
never heard it. As we are met here from many lands, we 
pray God to stir up His whole Church to make this Gos- 
pel known to the whole world, and to call on all men to 
believe in Christ, to live in His love and to hope for His 
coming. 

Our coming together to form a World Council will be 
vain, unless Christians and Christian congregations every- 
where commit themselves to the Lord of the Church in a 
new effort to seek together, where they live, to be His 
witnesses and servants among their neighbors. We have 
to remind ourselves and all men that God has put down 
the mighty from their seats and exalted the humble and 
meek. We have to learn afresh together to speak boldly 
in Christ’s name both to those in power and to the people, 
to oppose terror, cruelty and race discrimination, to 
stand by the outcast, the prisoner and the refugee. We 
have to make of the Church in every place a voice for 
those who have no voice, and a home where every man 
will be at home. We have to learn afresh together what 
is the duty of the Christian man or woman in industry, 
in agriculture, in politics, in the professions and in the 
home. We have to ask God to teach us together to say 
No and to say Yes in truth. No, to all that flouts the 
love of Christ, to every system, every program and every 
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person that treats any man as though he were an irre- 
sponsible thing or a means of profit, to the defenders of 
injustice in the name of order, to those who sow the seeds 
of war, or urge war as inevitable; Yes, to all that con- 
forms to the love of Christ, to all who seek for justice, 
to the peacemakers, to all who hope, fight and suffer for 
the cause of man, to all who—even without knowing it— 
look for a new heaven and a new earth wherein dwelleth 
righteousness. 

It is not in man’s power to banish sin and death from 
the earth, to create the unity of the Holy Catholic Church, 
to conquer the hosts of Satan. But it is within the power 
of God. He has given us at Easter the certainty that 
His purpose will be accomplished. But, by our acts of 
obedience and faith, we can on earth set up signs which 
point to the coming victory. Till the day of that victory 
our lives are hid with Christ in God, and no earthly dis- 
illusion or distress or power of hell can separate us from 

lim. As those who wait in confidence and joy for their 
deliverance, let us give ourselves to those tasks which lie 
to our hands, and so set up signs that men may see. 

Now unto Him that is able to do exceeding abundantly 
above all that we ask or think, according to the power 
that worketh in us, unto Him be glory in the Church by 
Christ Jesus, throughout all ages, world without end. 


The Universal Church in God’s Design 
I. Our Given Unity 
God has given to His people in Jesus Christ a unity 
which is His creation and not our achievement. .. . 


II. Our Deepest Difference 

It is in the light of that unity that we can face our 
deepest difference... . Some are Catholic or Orthodox 
in clearly understood senses; some are Protestant after 
the great Reformation confessions; others stress the local 
congregation, the “gathered community” and the idea of 
the “Free Church.” Some are deeply convinced that 
Catholic and Protestant (or evangelical) can be held to- 
gether within a single church. Yet, from among these 
shades of meaning, we would draw special attention to a 
difference to which, by many paths, we are constantly 
brought back. Historically it has been loosely described 
as the difference between “catholic” and “protestant,” 
though we have learned to mistrust any over-simple 
formula to describe it.* ... 

. But in each case we confront a whole corporate 
tradition of the understanding of Christian faith and life. 
We may illustrate this by saying that the emphasis usual- 
ly called “catholic” contains a primary insistence upon 
the visible continuity of the Church in the apostolic suc- 
cession of the episcopate. The one usually called “protes- 
tant” primarily emphasizes the initiative of the Word of 
God and the response of faith, focusses in the doctrine of 
justification sola fide. But stress upon faith is also to be 
found in the first group, and the second strongly believes 
in continuity of the visible church in some form. More- 
over this difference of emphasis cuts across many of our 
confessional boundaries. .. . 

Fach of these views sees every part of the Church’s life 
in the setting of the whole, so that even where the parts 
seem to be similar they are set in a context which, as yet, 
we find irreconcilable with the whole context of the 
other. ... 


*“Catholie” as here used does not, of course, mean Roman Cath- 
olic, and “protestant” in most of Europe is better rendered “eyan- 
gelical.” 


III. Common Beliefs and Common Problems 


... We group our agreements into those which concern 
the nature of the Church and those which concern its 
mission, each followed by some disagreements which are 
revealed by a closer examination of the agreements. 

(A) Ie all believe that the Church is God’s gift to men 
for the salvation of the world; that the saving acts of God 
in Jesus Christ brought the Church into being; that the 
Church persists in continuity throughout history through 
the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. 

[ithin this agreement, we should continue, in obedi- 
ence to God, to try to come to a deeper understanding of 
our differences in order that they may be overcome. These 
concern :— 

(a) the relation between the old and new Israel and 
the relation of the visible Church to “the new creation” 
in Christ. ... 

(b) the relation, in the saving acts of God in Christ, 
between objective redemption and personal salvation, be- 
tween scripture and tradition, between the Church as once 
founded and the Church as Christ’s contemporary act, 

(c) the place of the ministry in the Church and the 
nature of its authority and continuity, the number and 
interpretation of the sacraments, the relation of baptism 
to faith and confirmation, the relation of the universal 
to the local church, the nature of visible unity and the 
meaning of schism. 

(B) We believe that the Church has a vocation to wor- 
ship God in His holiness, to proclaim the Gospel to every 
creature. She is equipped by God with the various gifts 
of the Spirit for the building up of the Body of Christ. 
She has been set apart in holiness to live for the service 
of all mankind, in, faith and love, by the power of the 
crucified and risen Lord and according to His example. 
She is composed of forgiven sinners yet partaking already, 
by faith, in the eternity of the Kingdom of God and wait- 
ing for the consummation when Christ shall come again 
in the fulness of His glory and power. 

IVithin this agreement also, we should continue, in 
obedience to God, to try to come to a deeper understand- 
ing of our differences in order that they may be overcome. 
These concern :— 

(a) the relation between the Godward vocation of the 
Church in worship and her manward vocation in witness 
and service. 

(b) the degree to which the Kingdom of God can be 
said to be already realized within the Church. 

(c) the nature of the Church’s responsibility for the 
common life of men and their temporal institutions. . . . 


WV. The Unity in Our Difference 
...» The Body of Christ is a unity which makes it im- 
possible for us either to forget each other or to be content 


with agreement upon isolated parts of our belief whilst 
we leave the other parts unreconciled. . . . 


V. The glory of the Church and the Shame of the 
Churches 


The glory of the Church is wholly in her Lord. ... 

Although genuine convictions and loyalty to truth itself 
have their part in the making and perpetuating of divi- 
sions, we confess that pride, self-will and lovelessness 
have also played their part and still do so. 

... It is because of this that the evils of the world have 
so deeply penetrated our churches, so that amongst us too 
there are worldly standards of success, class-division, 
economic rivalry, a secular mind. Even where there are 
no differences of theology, language or liturgy, there are 
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churches based upon segration of race and color, a scandal 
within the Body of Christ. ... 

Within our divided churches it is to our shame that we 
have so often lived in preoccupation with our internal 
affairs, looking inward upon our own concerns instead of 
forgetting ourselves in out-going love and service. . . . 


VI. The World Council of Churches 


... It is not always easy to reconcile our confessional 
and ecumenical loyalties. We also have much to gain 
from the encounter of the old-established Christian tradi- 
tions with the vigorous, growing churches whose own tra- 
ditions are still being formed. We bring these, and all 
other difficulties between us, into the World Council of 
Churches, in order that we may steadily face them to- 
gether... . 


The Witness of the Church to God’s Design 
I. The Purpose of God 


The purpose of God is to reconcile all men to Himself 
and to one another in Jesus Christ His Son... . Much 
in that purpose is still hidden from us. Three things are 
perfectly plain: 

All that we need to know concerning God’s purpose 

is already revealed in Christ. 

It is God’s will that the Gospel should be proclaimed 

to all men everywhere. 

God is pleased to use human obedience in the fulfil- 

ment of His purpose. 


To the Church, then, is given the privilege of so mak- 
ing Christ known to men that each is confronted with the 
necessity of a personal decision, Yes or No.... 


Il. The Present Situation 


... The word faith has acquired a new content. For 
most men, it is now faith in the new society, now to be 
founded once for all, in which the “good life” will be 
realized. Even in the present-day confusion, there are 
still many who believe that man, by wise planning can 
master his own situation. Such men are interested not in 
absolute truth, but in achievement. In face of many 
religions and philosophies, it is held that all truth is rela- 
tive, and so the necessity of a costly personal decision is 
evaded. 

A formidable obstacle to Christian faith is the convic- 
tion that it belongs definitely to a historical phase now 
past... . And yet there is an earnest desire for clearly 
formulated truth... . 

So the Church sees the World. What does the World 
see, or think it sees, when it looks at the Church? 

It is a Church divided, and in its separated parts are 
often found hesitancy, complacency, or the desire to domi- 
neer. 

It is a Church that has largely lost touch with the domi- 
nant realities of modern life, and still tries to meet the 
modern world with language and a technique that may 
have been appropriate two hundred years ago. 

It is a Church that, by its failure to speak effectively 
on the subject of war, has appeared impotent to deal with 
the realities of the human situation. 

It is a Church accused by many of having been blind 
to the movement of God in history, of having sided with 
the vested interests of society and state, and of having 
failed to kindle the vision and to purify the wills of men 
in a changing world. 

It is a Church under suspicion in many quarters of 
having used its missionary enterprise to further the for- 
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eign policies of states and the imperialistic designs of the 
powers of the West. 

Much of this indictment may be untrue ; but the Church 
is called to deep shame and penitence for its failure to 
manifest Jesus Christ to men as he really is. . . . 


III. The Church's Task in the Present Day 


The duty of the Church at such a time can be expressed 
simply in one sentence — it is required to be faithful to 
the Gospel and to realize more fully its own nature as the 
Church. But fulfilment of this duty involves a revolution 
in thought and practice. 

1. Worship and witness have sometimes been held in 
separation, but they belong inseparably together, as the 
fulfilment of the great command that men should love 
God and should love their neighbor as themselves. . . . 

The world today is hungry for community. But to 
many it seems that the fellowship of the churches is much 
less satisfying than that which they find in their own 
secular or religious organizations and brotherhoods. This 
cannot be put right, until the churches more recognizably 
bear the marks of the Lord Jesus, .. . 

2. The Church must find its way to the places where 
men really live. It must penetrate the alienated world 
from within, and make the minds of men familiar with 
the elementary realities of God, of sin and of purpose in 
life. This . .. can be done fully only if, by the inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit, the Church recovers the spirit of 
prophecy to discern the signs of the times, to see the pur- 
pose of God working in the immense movements and 
revolutions of the present age, and again to speak to the 
nations the word of God with authority. ... 


IV. Missionary and Evangelistic Strategy 


The evident demand of God in this situation is that the 
whole Church should set itself to the total task of winning 
the whole world for Christ. 

1. This is the day of opportunity for the lay member- 
ship of the Church. . .. The way in which they do their 
job or exercise their profession must be unmistakably 
Christian. But also they are called to bear courageously, 
as God gives the opportunity, that witness in word, 
through which others are confronted with the challenge 
of the living Christ... . 

2. ... It is important that the constituent churches of 
the World Council of Churches seek comity among them- 
selves in all matters relating to evangelistic effort and to 
their respective spheres of responsibility. ... The church- 
es are called today to be more flexible in organization than 
in the past. They must deal with every situation in the 
light of the total task... . 

3. ... The pressure for corporate unity comes most 
strongly from the younger churches . . . But the ecumeni- 
cal movement loses significance, unless all its constituent 
churches . . . are prepared to move forward, as God guides 
them, to further unity in faith, in fellowship, at the table 
of the Lord, and in united proclamation of the word of 


The Church and the International Disorder 


The World Council of Churches is met in its first As- 
sembly at a time of critical international strain. ... In 
numerous countries, human rights are being trampled 
under foot and liberty denied by political or economic 
systems. Exhaustion and disillusionment have combined 
with spiritual apathy to produce a moral vacuum which 
will be filled, either by Christian faith or by despair or 
even hatred... . 
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I. War is Contrary to the Will of God 

War as a method of settling disputes is incompatible 
with the teaching and example of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
... Moreover, the immense use of air forces and the dis- 
covery of atomic and other new weapons render wide- 
spread and indiscriminate destruction inherent in the 
whole conduct of modern war in a sense never experi- 
enced in past conflicts. In these circumstances the tradi- 
tion of a just war, requiring a just cause and the use of 
just means, is now challenged. Law may require the sanc- 
tion of force, but when war breaks out, force is used on 
a scale which tends to destroy the basis on which law 
exists. 

Therefore the inescapable question arises — Can war 
now be an act of justice? We cannot answer this question 
unanimously, but three broad positions are maintained: 

(1) There are those who hold that, even though enter- 
ing a war may be a Christian's duty in particular circum- 
stances, modern warfare, with its mass destruction, can 
never be an act of justice. 

(2) In the absence of impartial supranational institu- 
tions, there are those who hold that military action is the 
ultimate sanction of the rule of law, and that citizens 
must be distinctly taught that it is their duty to defend 
the law by force if necessary. 

(3) Others, again, refuse military service of all kinds, 
convinced that an absolute witness against war and for 
peace is for them the will of God and they desire that the 
Church should speak to the same effect. 

We must frankly acknowledge our deep sense of per- 
plexity in face of these conflicting opinions, ... We be- 
lieve that there is a special call to theologians to consider 
the theological problems involved. In the meantime, the 
churches must continue to hold within their full fellow- 
ship all who sincerely profess such viewpoints as those 
set out above and are prepared to submit themselves to the 
will of God in the light of such guidance as may be vouch- 
safed to them. 

... The churches . . . must not allow their spiritual 
and moral resources to be used by the state in war or in 
peace as a means of propagating an ideology or support- 
ing a cause in which they cannot whole-heartedly con- 

The churches must also attack the causes of war by 
promoting peaceful change and the pursuit of justice. 
They must stand for the maintenance of good faith and 
the honoring of the pledged word; resist the pretensions 
of imperialist power; promote the multilateral reduction 
of armaments ; and combat indifference and despair in the 
face of the futility of war; they must point Christians 
to that spiritual resistance which grows from settled con- 


victions widely held, themselves a powerful deterrent to 
war. ... 


II. Peace Requires an Attack on the Causes of Conflict 
Between the Powers 

The greatest threat to peace today comes from the divi- 
sion of the world into mutually suspicious and antago- 
nistic blocs. This threat is all the greater because national 
tensions are confused by the clash of economic and politi- 
cal systems. Christianity cannot be equated with any of 
these. There are elements in all systems which we must 
condemn when they contravene the first Commandment, 
infringe basic human rights, and contain a potential threat 
to peace. We denounce all forms of tyranny, economic, 
political or religious, which deny liberty to men... . 

A positive attempt must be made to ensure that com- 
peting economic systems such as Communism, Socialism, 


or free enterprise may co-exist without leading to war, 
... The churches have a responsibility to educate men to 
rise above the limitations of their national outlook and to 
view economic and political differences in the light of the 
Christian objective of ensuring to every man freedom 
from all economic or political bondage. .. . 


Ill. The Nations of the World Must Acknowledge the 
Rule of Law 


... As within the nations, so in their relations with one 
another, the authority of law must be recognized and es- 
tablished. International law clearly requires international 
institutions for its effectiveness. These institutions, if 
they are to command respect and obedience of nations, 
must come to grips with international problems on their 
own merits and not primarily in the light of national in- 
terests. 

... But unless the nations surrender a greater measure 
of national sovereignty in the interest of the common 
good, they will be tempted to have recourse to war in 
order to enforce their claims. 

The churches have an important part in laying that 
common foundation of moral conviction without which 
any system of law will break down. ... 


IV. The Observance of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms Should be Encouraged by Domestic and 
International Action 


... It is presumptuous for the state to assume that it 
can grant or deny fundamental rights. . .. 

At the present time, churches should support every en- 
deavor to secure within an international bill of rights 
adequate safeguards for freedom of religion and con- 
science, including rights of all men to hold and change 
their faith, to express it in worship and practice, to teach 
and persuade others, and to decide on the religious educa- 
tion of their children. They should press for freedom of 
speech and expression, of association and assembly, the 
rights of the family, of freedom from arbitrary arrest, as 
well as all those other rights which the true freedom of 
man requires... . With all the resources at their disposal 
they should oppose enforced segregation on grounds of 
race or color,... 


V. The Churches and All Christian People Have Obliga- 
tions in the face of International Disorder 


... it is the duty of the Christian to pray for all men, 
especially for those in authority; to combat both hatred, 
and resignation in regard to war; to support negotiation 
rather than primary reliance upon arms as an instrument 
of policy; and to sustain such national policies as in his 
judgment best reflect Christian principles. He should re- 
spond to the demand of the Christian vocation upon his 
life as a citizen, make sacrifices for the hungry and home- 
less, and, above all, win men for Christ, and thus enlarge 
the bounds of the supernatural fellowship. 

The establishment of the World Council of Churches 
can be made of great moment for the life of the nations. 
. . . It will strive to see international differences in the 
light of God’s design, remembering that normally there 
are Christians on both sides of every frontier... . 


World Council Documents 


Text of the Message of the World Council of Churches, 
the Youth Message and the Reports of the four sections 
and the four subcommittees are now available from the 
World Council of Churches office, 297 Fourth Ave., New 
York 10, N.Y. Copies are 25 cents each or 20 cents in 
lots of 20 or more. 
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